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Abstract
In most situations, animals are not allowed on the University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) campus,
including animals used for animal-assisted activities (AAA). Animal-assisted activities have been shown
to provide numerous benefits to participants and there could be positive effects to offering AAA at UNL.
In order to gauge the opinions of students regarding AAA and how AAA could best be implemented on
the UNL campus, a survey was emailed to Animal Science majors and students enrolled in ASCI 271 and
ASCI 321 at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. A request to participate was also included in the weekly
College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources email. Survey results indicated that students
were very positive to the idea of AAA being offered at UNL, with 87.5% of respondents stating that AAA
should be offered at UNL. Many of the respondents indicated that they thought AAA would be very
beneficial to students and 77.6% of respondents said that they would attend AAA if they were offered
on campus. Based on the survey results, AAA should at least be offered during midterms and dead week
to maximize benefits. However, AAA could be offered year-round for little additional cost and it would
have the potential to greatly improve students’ quality of life.
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Introduction
Animal-assisted activities (AAA) are defined by the American Veterinary Medical Foundation
(AVMA) as a form of animal intervention that “provide[s] opportunities for motivation, education, or
recreation to enhance quality of life” (“Animal-Assisted Interventions: Definitions”). Animal-assisted
therapy is designed as part of a treatment process to meet a specific goal, but is often used
synonymously with AAA (“Animal-Assisted Interventions: Definitions”). AAA is often conducted in group
sessions with certified therapy dogs. Participants are allowed to pet the dogs while talking with each
other and the dogs’ handlers. Locations that AAA are commonly offered at include hospitals, nursing
homes, schools, and libraries.
According to Crump and Derting, stress has an impact on the health of over 50% of
undergraduate students attending college (Wade, 2017). Interacting with animals has also shown to
decrease stress, a major issue on college campuses. Interacting with a dog can decrease anxiety and
improve moods (Crossman et al., 2015). Additionally, animal-assisted therapy has also been found to
reduce homesickness and increase life-satisfaction in first-year college students (Binfet and Passmore,
2016). Overall, AAA has the potential to be highly beneficial to the health of college students.
However, dogs are not always allowed on college campuses and this exclusion can extend to
therapy dogs. At the University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL), dogs are not allowed in the majority of school
buildings unless they are service or working dogs (therapy dogs are not included in the working dog
category) (“Pet Policy” 2018). Since AAA could improve the mental health of students, it is important to
gain a perspective on how AAA might be accepted by students on campus. The goal of this study is to
examine students’ feelings toward AAA and how AAA could best be implemented on campus.
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Materials and Methods
Data Collection
A survey was designed using Google Forms to evaluate student’s thoughts and opinions on AAA.
An email was sent to students currently enrolled at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln asking them to
participate in this study by completing the survey. Students receiving the email included: Animal Science
majors and students enrolled in ASCI 271 (companion animal behavior) and ASCI 321 (companion animal
nutrition) at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. For the duration of the study, a request to participate
was also included in the weekly College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources (CASNR) email
that is sent to all students enrolled in the college. Students were given a three-week period (Jan 15-Feb
3) to complete the survey.

Survey Design
There were five sections to the survey. The first section collected demographic information,
including the participant’s age, major, year in school, and pet ownership status. The second section
included a brief informational paragraph, stating that “the AVMA defines animal-assisted activities
(AAA) as giving ‘opportunities for motivation, education, or recreation to enhance quality of life.’ The
following questions will refer to AAA as those that allow students to pet and spend time around certified
dogs that are escorted by their handlers. People attending AAA can come and go from the session at any
time.” Participants were then asked to answer questions on a scale of 1-5, 5 being an extremely positive
effect, 3 being no effect, and 1 being an extremely negative effect (Table 1). The third section included a
series of questions with a variety of responses offered for each question. Participants were asked to
mark all answers that applied and they could type in additional responses if their answer did not match
one of the responses provided. The fourth section provided a series of questions and asked participants
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to choose the best answer to the questions. The fifth section asked participants to answer the questions
that were provided and included a short answer portion.
The questions were designed to obtain information on students’ overall opinions on AAA and
how they would prefer AAA be offered at UNL, if at all. The survey questions and procedures were
reviewed and approved by the University of Nebraska Lincoln’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).

Data Analysis
The data were analyzed using Microsoft Excel and the Google Forms summary sheet. The data
for all students were combined and examined on an aggregate level.

Results and Discussion
During the time the survey was offered, it was completed by 64 students. The average age of
respondents was 20.2 years. When they completed the survey, 85.9 % of participants indicated that they
owned pets in some manner. Only 6.3% had never owned pets. Of the students who took the survey,
83% were animal science majors. The majority of respondents were sophomores (31.3%) and freshman
(26.6%). The remainder of the survey participants were juniors (18.8%), seniors (17.2%) and those in
their 5th or more year in college (6.3%).
Most of the participants indicated that attending AAA would have a beneficial impact on their
stress levels (mean=4.38, SD=0.90, Table 1). More specifically, 92.9% of participants indicated that
attending AAA would reduce levels of stress. One respondent specifically stated that “sometimes I wish I
was home to be able to hold my pets as a destressor and not having access to animals has increased my
stress level as I have no other way of coping.” This correlates with the findings of Barker et al. (2017),
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who found that 92.9% of students who attended AAA at a large university reported lower levels of stress
after the activity. It is possible that AAA may be more affective at reducing stress than some other stress
relieving methods. One student stated that “I seek my dogs out to reduce my stress more than I seek
another human.”
Almost all participants indicated that AAA would result in them having a better mood (96.9%,
Table 2). Being around animals has the potential to positively improve a person’s emotions. One
participant stated that “I notice that whenever I am around animals, my mood improves GREATLY. I
have struggled with panic disorder, a sleep disorder, and depression for much of my life and animals
always help bring me comfort and a sense of happiness.” It has been found that AAA sessions can result
in reduced blood pressure, decreased stress, and reduced anxiety of people who attend (Muckle and
Lasikiewicz, 2017). All of these factors lead to an improved emotional state of well-being. Almost all
participants indicated that, based on their past experiences, interacting with animals has an extremely
positive effect on their overall mood (mean=4.66, SD=0.76). Not only does AAA help improve the moods
of those who attend, but with the effect of decreasing stress levels AAA can improve the overall health
of students. In fact, 73.4% of respondents indicated that improved health would be a potential benefit
to offering AAA. This could result in students getting sick and missing class less often, leading to
improved academic performance.
Additionally, AAA could help improve the academic performance of students by decreasing test
anxiety and improving focus. Stress has been found to greatly reduce performance on tests (Cassady and
Johnson, 2002). Most of the study participants indicated that attending AAA would increase their ability
to focus and relax during a test (mean=4.14, SD=0.97), suggesting that offering AAA before tests could
reduce test-anxiety and improve student’s tests scores.
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Offering AAA also appears to have the potential to improve students’ perception of UNL. Most
survey participants marked that offering AAA in school dorms would positively affect their decision to
live on campus (mean=3.95, SD=0.98). Moving into the dorms can be a stressful time for new college
students. For many students, it is the first time that living away from home. Attending AAA could help
first-year college students make the transition into living in the dorms. “A pet therapy program could
temporarily fill the absence of previous support systems” (Adamle et al., 2010). Many students leave
behind pets when they move to college. One participant noted that “coming from a household where
we always had pets, it is hard to adjust to living in a place (the dorms) where I hardly ever seen any
animals.” Offering AAA in the dorms or in other areas on campus could help students feel more at home
and reduce levels of anxiety from being away from home. Animal-assisted therapy has been found to
result in a slight increase in connectedness to campus and a noticeable decrease in feelings of
homesickness in first-year college students (Binfet and Passmore, 2016).
The positive effect of AAA would not be limited to first-year college students. Most participants
indicated that offering AAA at UNL would have a positive impact on their opinion of the school
(mean=4.30, SD=0.82). Additionally, AAA might help students become more involved in the UNL
community, with many participants indicating that AAA would improve their feeling of belonging in the
UNL community (mean=4.02, SD=0.84). The answer “meeting new people” was marked by 78.1% of
participants as a possible benefit to AAA. One participant noted that “as a student that lives off campus,
I also like this idea since it would allow me more social time to meet other students. I don't have much
time for extracurricular activities on campus but I would gladly come to campus early, or stay late, to
relax with some dogs and meet people.” This suggests that AAA might be especially helpful in getting
students who live off-campus more involved in the UNL community.
Some participants indicated that there could be potential detriments to offering AAA on
campus. These included increased health risks (35.3%), reduced campus safety (45.1%) and reduced
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ability to focus (49%). However, fewwer responses were recorded for the question of “what do you see
as being possible detriments to offering AAA on campus” compared to the number of responses
received for the question of “what do you see as being possible benefits to attending AAA,” which
indicates that participants see more benefits than detriments to offering AAA. This is supported by the
fact that when participants were asked what their overall opinion of AAA was, 95.3% of participants
stated that AAA “can be beneficial to those who attend and there are few, if any risks involved” (Table
3). No one stated that the risks of AAA outweigh any potential benefits or that there are no potential
benefits. In order to minimize risks, AAA should be conducted by an organization with members that go
through a training process. Many therapy dog organizations that offer AAA, such as Healing Heart
Therapy Dogs, have insurance in the case that something would go wrong during an AAA session.
When asked if AAA should be offered at UNL, 87.5% of respondents answered yes, with 10.9%
answering that they did not know or did not care (Table 4). Only one participant said that AAA should
not be offered. Students were overwhelming positive about the idea of offering AAA at UNL. This was
emphasized by written responses in the survey:

“I love this idea!!”
“It should happen, along with designating a floor or dorm that allows pets!!!!”
“Please bring AAA to UNL! :)”
“AAA is beneficial to anyone to attends and experiences them. I have attended as many AAA as I could
and have enjoyed every single experience. In fact, I recommend them to as many people as I can when I
hear that they are on UNL campus grounds. I would root for this to continue any day. It is one of my
favorite experiences on campus at UNL to attend, if not the most fun and enjoyable escape from stress
and worry. I am thankful for AAA. I know they have done wonders for me and for others as well.”
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Another goal of this study is to determine how AAA could best be implemented on campus.
Many students stated that they would attend AAA when they want to take a break from studying, with
92.1% of students saying that they would most likely go to AAA when taking a study break. Even
spending 20 minutes with a therapy dog has been found to have beneficial effects, such as decreased
stress and anxiety (Grajfoner et al., 2017). Using AAA as a study break may also be more constructive
and less distracting than other activities students may engage in during a study break, such as watching
shows on Netflix. With AAA, students get the added benefit of being able to interact with other students
and people and actively reduce stress instead of binge watching shows and simply ignoring stressors.
The times during the semester that participants indicated that they would most like to have AAA
on campus correlate with the most stressful times of the semester: dead week (93.8%), midterms
(68.8%), and finals week (68.8%). However, multiple participants indicated that they would attend AAA
regardless of when they were offered. Therefore, AAA could be offered throughout the semester to
maximize potential benefits to students. More AAA could be offered during more stressful times to
ensure that all students have the opportunity to attend AAA, regardless of their personal schedule.
When it comes to determining the location of where AAA should be offered at UNL, the answers
of participates were spread out between the provided options. This indicates that location might not
have a very large impact on determining if students will attend AAA if it is offered. The most popular
locations included outdoor areas on east campus (82.8%), the East Campus Union (79.7%), and outdoor
areas on city campus (71.9%). However, during the winter months indoor locations would have to be
used due to poor weather conditions. During times of poor weather, AAA could be offered in the school
unions or inside the dorms. Other colleges have successfully offered AAA in university libraries (Reynolds
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and Rabschutz, 2011). Although the UNL libraries were not given as an explicit option in this survey,
they would be another potential location to have AAA.
One limitation to this study is that the majority of participants were animal science majors. They
may have a higher tendency to view AAA favorably than students studying other subject areas. More
research could be done to see if the findings from this study would extend to a wider variety of
students.

Conclusions and Implications
Participants of the survey reacted very positively to the idea of offering AAA at UNL. Most
participants saw many potential benefits to offering/attending AAA, with fewer noting potential
detriments. Overall, participants seemed to have a very positive viewpoint of AAA. Participants indicated
that they would be more likely to attend AAA during stressful school periods, but there was still interest
in attending AAA offered throughout the school year in various locations.
Given the positive interest in AAA, it could be greatly beneficial to students if AAA were offered
at UNL. Sessions should be held at least during midterms and dead week, but benefits would increase if
AAA were offered throughout the school year. Since AAA could led by volunteers from organizations
such as Healing Heart Therapy Dogs, so there would be little cost associated with offering additional
AAA sessions. Offering multiple sessions would also allow students with busy schedules to be more likely
to attend. Given that there was a relatively even spread of opinions on where AAA should be offered,
AAA should be located at various places on campus so that more people would have the opportunity to
attend sessions.
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Table 1. Student perception on the impact of AAA: section 2 survey responses1.
Item
Mean
SD
Median
What impact would the offering of AAA in the
3.95
0.98
4
school’s dorms on have on your decision to live on
campus?
What impact would attending AAA have on your
4.38
0.90
5
stress levels?
What effect would attending AAA before a test have
4.14
0.97
4
on your ability to relax and focus during the test?
What impact would offering AAA have on the health
4.28
0.84
4.5
of students?
What impact would offering AAA have on student
3.53
0.84
3
safety?
How have your past experiences indicated that
4.66
0.76
5
interacting with animals affects your overall mood?
What would be the overall effect of offering AAA on
4.52
0.73
5
campus?
How would the offering of AAA at UNL affect your
4.30
0.83
5
opinion of the school?
How would attending AAA affect your feeling of
4.02
0.85
4
belonging in the UNL community?
Ranked on a scale of 1-5: 1-extremely negative effect, 3-no effect, 5-extremely positive effect

1

n=64 in all tables unless otherwise noted
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Table 2. Opinions of offering AAA at UNL: section 3 survey responses.
Response
Percent
What do you see as being possible benefits to attending AAA?
Reduced stress
92.2
Better mood
96.9
Improved attitude
78.1
Increased ability to focus
32.8
Improved test taking
34.4
Improved note taking
21.9
Improved health
73.4
Meeting new people
78.1
What do you see as being possible detriments to attending
AAA on campus? (n=51)
Increased stress
0
Reduced safety
11.8
Increased health risks
35.3
Reduced campus cleanliness
45.1
Increased anxiety
5.9
Reduced ability to focus
49
Nothing
2
Other
8
If AAA were offered to UNL students, where should they be
located?
City Campus Union
57.8
East Campus Union
79.7
Outdoor areas on city campus
71.9
Outdoor areas on east campus
82.8
Inside buildings where classes are held
37.5
Inside the dorms
67.2
Off campus
12.5
Other
6.3
When would you be most likely to go to AAA? (n=63)
Before class
38.1
After class
74.6
Before taking a test
49.2
After taking a test
54
When taking a study break
92.1
Never
3.2
Other
3.2
When would you most like to have AAA on campus?
First week of classes
46.9
Mid terms
68.8
Dead week
93.8
Finals week
68.8
Never
3.1
Other
8.0
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Table 3. Overall thoughts on AAA: section 4 survey responses.
Response
Percent
What do you believe is the main goal of AAA?
Reduce stress
39.1
Give people the opportunity to pet animals
4.7
Provide a sense of belonging
0
Provide an escape from daily life
23.4
Create a calm, relaxing environment
31.3
Improve focus
0
Provide a chance to socialize and meet new people
1.6
Would you go to AAA if they were offered on campus?
Yes
76.6
No
6.3
Maybe
17.2
What is your overall opinion of AAA?
It can be beneficial to those who attend and there are few,
95.3
if any risks involved.
It is good overall even though there are numerous risks
4.7
involved.
The risks of AAA outweigh any potential benefits.
0
There are no potential benefits.
0
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Table 4. Responses to “should AAA be offered at UNL?”
Response
Percent
Yes, they should be offered.
87.5
No, they should not be offered.
10.9
I don’t know or I don’t care.
1.6

